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GIVING  BEATS  GETTING 

"Re.mejmb2Aing  the.  msidb  oft  the.  Lofid  JeAuA, 
koiA)  kz  A  aid,  'it  tb  mono.  bloj>&e.d  to  give, 
than  to  Kiddlvd^"  AcU  20:35 


If  I  were  to  ask  you  where  in  the  Bible  one  would 
turn  to  find  the  sayings  of  Jesus  you  would  likely 
answer,  "Why,  in  the  gospels,  of  course,  Matthew,  Mark, 
Luke  and  John."  In  the  main  you  would  be  correct,  but 
not  entirely  so.   For  Jesus  is  quoted  directly  twice 
in  the  Bible  outside  the  gospels.   Once  when  St.  Paul 
gave  the  words  by  which  the  Lord's  Supper  was  instituted 
And  once  in  the  words  we  will  examine  together  today. 

Isn't  it  strange  that  Jesus  is  not  quoted  more 
often  in  the  Epistles?  Especially  when  we  remember 
that  Peter,  James  and  John,  the  inner  three,  each  went 
on  to  write  letters  that  eventually  became  a  part  of 
Scripture. 

Such  an  omission  suggests  one  of  two  things.   It 
is  likely  that  in  the  infant  church  there  was  a  well 
established,  widely  known  oral  tradition  containing 
Jesus'  words,  so  that  to  quote  Him  again  would  have 
been  redundant.   It  may  have  been  the  case  as  well  that 
those  earliest  Christians  experienced  Christ  more  as  a 
dynamic  presence  than  an  able  teacher. 


But  now  for  the  words  themselves:   "In  all  things 
I  have  shown  you  that  by  so  toiling  one  must  help  the 
weak,  remembering  the  words  of  the  Lord  Jesus,  how  he 
said,  'It  is  more  blessed  to  give  than  to  receive.'" 
(Acts  20:35)   The  original  setting  adds  force  to  the 
utterance.   Paul  was  enroute  to  Rome  in  the  latter  part 
of  his  ministry.   He  did  not  know  what  would  befall 
him  there,  but  suspected  that  it  would  not  be  good. 

The  ship  on  which  he  was  sailing  pulled  into  the 
port  city  of  Miletus.   From  there  Paul  sent  for  the 


elders  of  the  Ephesian  church,  wanting  one  last  re- 
union with  those  people  who  had  served  with  him  so 
faithfully.   Let  those  who  feel  that  Paul  was  void 
of  passion  and  all  those  other  elements  that  endear 
one  human  to  another,  reflect  on  this  bit  of  history. 
There  was  much  weeping,  much  embracing  and  much  prayer. 
Paul  had  worked  in  Ephesus  longer  than  he  had  labored 
in  any  other  place.   He  wanted  now  to  recall  his  labors 
among  them  and  encourage  them  in  theirs.   "Remembering 
the  words  of  the  Lord  Jesus,  how  he  said,  'It  is 
more  blessed  to  give  than  to  recieve.'" 

We  have  no  trouble  believing  that  these  words 
came  from  Jesus,  do  we?   In  fact,  they  are  so  much  like 
Jesus  that  they  might  very  well  be  inscribed  over  every 
episode  that  comprised  His  life,   Such  an  apt  summa- 
tion of  all  that  Jesus  represents  are  these  words 
that  some  have  alleged  that  Paul  fabricated  them  to 
serve  that  very  purpose.   However,  the  double  pronouns 
in  the  Greek  will  not  allow  this.   The  text  insists 
on  Jesus1  direct  authorship.   "Remembering  how  he 
himself  said,  'It  is  more  blessed  to  give  than  to 
receive. '" 

I  wonder  when  he  said  it?  Was  it  the  day  when 
the  mother  of  James  and  John  sought  special  favors  for 
her  sons?   "Woman,  it  is  more  blessed  to  give  than  to 
receive."  Was  it  spoken  as  an  aside  to  his  disciples 
on  that  occasion  when  the  rich  young  ruler  went  away 
sorrowful:   "It  is  more  blessed  to  give  than  to  re- 
ceive." Or  did  those  words  originally  trail  that 
other  utterance  of  Jesus,  "Even  as  the  Son  of  man  came 
not  to  be  ministered  unto  but  to  minister,  and  to  give 
his  life  a  ransom  for  many.  For  it  is  more  blessed  to  give 
than  to  receive."  Perhaps  some  day  we'll  know.   But 
this  much  is  for  sure,  had  we  no  other  word  of 
Jesus,   this  would  have  been  sufficient   for  us  to 
rank  him  with  the  greatest  of  earth's  great.   "It  is 
more  blessed  to  give  than  to  receive." 
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It  bothers  me  that  the  church  has  so  consistently- 
sinned  against  these  words.   It  has  done  so  over  the 
years.   It  does  so  still  today.   The  church  sins  against 
these  words  by  reducing  them  to  the  role  of  an  offertory 
sentence. 

You  know  how  it  is  with  announcements  in  most  any 
church.   They  range  over  a  wide  variety  of  subjects. 
Then  the  presiding  minister,  wishing  to  bring  the  ser- 
vice back  on  course,  uses  these  words  in  much  the  way 
in  which  we  use  a  room  divider  in  the  home.  "Remember 
the  words  of  the  Lord  Jesus  how  he  said,  'It  is  more 
blessed  to  give  than  to  receive. '"   I  confess  that  I 
can  hardly  hear  those  words  of  Jesus  without  at  the 
same  time  hearing  the  click  of  purses,  the  clatter  of 
small  change,  and  the  shuffle  of  ushers'  feet. 

What  would  you  say  if  I  were  to  tell  you  that  Paul 
wasn't  even  thinking  about  money  when  he  recalled  those 
words  of  Jesus.   Money  is  involved  indirectly,  but  not 
primarily  and  certainly  not  exclusively.  What  Jesus  is 
giving  us  in  these  words  is  nothing  less  than  a  dis- 
closure in  briefest  form  of  the  Christian  view  of  life. 
"It  is  more  blessed  to  give  than  to  receive." 

The  language  of  the  authorized  version  is  a  bit 
starchy.   Other  translators  have  sought  to  give  us  a 
more  human  rendering.   Goodspeed  didn't  help  much: 
"It  makes  one  happier  to  give  than  to  be  given  to." 
That's  heavy,  isn't  it?   The  New  English  Bible  is  bet- 
ter, "Happiness  lies  more  in  giving  than  in  receiving." 

In  the  plain,  unvarnished,  straight-forward  speech 
so  common  in  our  time  Jesus  was  saying  simply,  "Giving 
beats  getting."  That's  what  it's  all  about.   Jesus 
was  not  afraid  to  make  a  value  judgment  nor  was  Paul 
afraid  to  identify  himself  with  one.   "It  is  more 
blessed  to  give  than  to  receive." 


I  was  tempted  once  to  label  these  words  of  Jesus 
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the  basic  axiom  of  the  Christian  life.   But  second 
thoughts  caused  me  to  veer  away  from  that  description. 
In  Webster's  unabridged  an  axiom  is  defined  as  "a  self- 
evident  truth  or  a  proposition  whose  truth  is  so  evi- 
dent that  no  process  of  reasoning  can  make  it  plainer." 
I  do  not  believe  that  Jesus'  words  are  manifestly  self- 
evident  or  that  their  truth  is  readily  conceded  by 
most  people.   For  all  of  its  familiarity  and  simplic- 
ity it  is  a  disturbingly  radical  word. 


This  word  of  Jesus  runs  counter  to  our  nature.  No 
child  that  I  have  ever  known  or  been  believed  that  it 
is  better  to  give  than  to  receive.   A  child  comes  into 
the  world  knowing  how  to  get.   It  must  be  taught  how 
to  give.   It  is  not  a  natural  extension  of  a  child's 
basic  instincts.   Most  youngsters  assume  that  the 
world  is  there  for  them,  not  vice  versa.   The  Water- 
gate fiasco  shows  that  some  children  never  grow  out 
of  it! 

What's  more,  this  word  of  Jesus  runs  counter  to 
the  wisdom  of  the  age.   This  age  or  any  age  but  our 
age  especially.   In  our  society  it  is  consistently  and 
passionately  held  that  a  person  is  happy  in  proportion 
to  his  ability  to  acquire.   The  acquisitive  instinct 
appears  to  be  the  fundamental,  driving  instinct  that 
makes  our  national  life  go.   Have  you  noticed  that  the 
happy  people  in  the  advertisements  are  always  consum- 
ing something  —  a  can  of  beer,  a  new  suit,  an  ocean 
voyage,  a  flashy  car?   They  always  seem  to  be  taking 
something  out  of  life. 

One  of  the  things  that  the  church  has  to  contend 
with  today  that  our  fathers  were  not  troubled  about  is 
the  24  hour  a  day  broadcasting,  televising,  billboard- 
ing  of  the  fallacy  that  a  man's  life  can  be  measured 
by  his  possessions.   When  you  start  comparing  min- 
isters and  churches  of  today  with  ministers  and 
churches  of  another  day,  bear  in  mind  that  people 
who  form  today's  congregations  are  subjected  to  an 
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unending  stream  of  propaganda  urging  them  to  get. 

A  recent  Neilsen  survey  discovered  that  the  aver- 
age T.V.  set  is  on  in  this  country  over  46  hours  a 
week!   About  one-fifth  of  that  time  is  given  to  com- 
mercials.  (It  seems  like  more  than  that.)   By  quick 
calculation,  whether  you  use  the  new  math  or  the  old, 
parishioners  who  come  to  church  every  Sunday  of  the 
year,  and  may  their  tribe  increase,  will  spend  as  much 
time  in  two  weeks  viewing  commercials  as  they  do  lis- 
tening to  their  minister's  sermons  over  52  Sundays. 
I  suggest  to  you,  in  all  seriousnesss,  that  those  are 
staggering  odds  for  the  gospel!   In  our  society,  con- 
trary to  the  mind  of  Christ,  getting  beats  giving. 
Successful  people  acquire;  unsuccessful  people  don't. 
A  person  can  be  measured  by  the  amount  of  goods  that 
he  has  amassed  or  the  number  of  services  that  he  can 
command . 

If  you  would  know  just  how  radical  this  ancient 
word  of  Jesus  is,  slip  out  some  night  and  inscribe 
this  saying  in  large  letters  over  every  bank  and 
department  store  in  New  York  City.   You  would  be  in- 
carcerated by  noon  the  next  day  as  a  disturber  of  the 
peace!   "It  is  more  blessed  to  give  than  to  receive." 
With  Jesus  it  is  not  what  you  acquire,  much  less  what 
you  retain,  that  matters,  it's  what  you  give. 


Though  these  words  run  counter  to  our  nature  and 
to  the  wisdom  of  the  age  they  are  still  true.   When 
Jesus  pronounces  a  blessing  he  has  the  power  to  make 
it  stick.   If  I  should  meet  you  tomorrow  morning  and 
say,  "Have  a  good  day,"  I  have  no  power  to  make  it  so. 
You  might  better  bring  your  umbrella  with  you.   Or  if 
I  meet  you  some  Friday  and  say,  "Happy  Birthday,"  I 
cannot  guarantee  that  you  will  not  feel  a  sadness  in 
your  heart.   But  when  Jesus  says,  "Blessed  are  the 
pure  in  heart  for  they  shall  see  God."  They  shall 
see  God!   When  Jesus  says,  "Blessed  are  the  meek  for 
they  shall  inherit  the  earth."   They  shall  inherit  the 
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earth!  There  is  nothing  to  intercept  his  pronounce- 
ment and  keep  it  from  fulfillment-  Jesus'  words  when 
reverently  received  become   facts  of  experience. 
Giving  beats  getting.   It  isn't  true  because  Jesus 
said  it.   Jesus  said  it  because  it's  true.   It  is 
more  blessed  to  give  than  to  receive. 

Having  said  this  I  owe  it  to  you  now  to  suggest 
some  reasons  why  giving  beats  getting.   Among  a  variety 
of  reasons  that  might  be  summoned,  I  suggest,  for  one 
thing,  that  giving  gets  us  out  of  ourselves .  Again,  I 
am  not  talking  simply  about  money.   I  speak  of  the  con- 
cept of  the  "given  life"  as  representing  what  the  gos- 
pel is  all  about. 

The  constant  in  most  human  misery  is  preoccupation 
with  self.   We  get  absorbed  in  thoughts  about  our  own 
advancement  and  our  own  affairs,  and  the  more  we  re- 
flect about  ourselves  -  our  maltreatment,  what  a  cloudy 
future  we  have  -  the  truer  those  judgments  become.   The 
most  monotonous  man  to  himself  and  to  others  is  one 
whose  sole  existence  is  a  demand  for  more  and  who  no- 
tices nothing  except  the  persons  and  things  which  help 
or  thwart  his  cupidity. 

Words  like  "me"  and  "mine"  and  "my"  are  really 
hard  words.   They  threaten  community.   They  induce 
envy,  jealousy  and  resentment.   They  have  a  way  of 
dividing  and  disrupting  people.   But  when  we  start 
speaking  of  "us"  and  "ours"  and  "them"  we  foster  unity 
and  begin  to  heal  the  rifts  in  the  fabric  of  society. 

There  is  a  very  meaningful  verse  to  me  in  the  last 
chapter  of  the  book  of  Job.   Job  has  been  dealt  with 
by  God  and  must  now  relate  to  those  so-called  friends 
who  had  been  trooping  out  to  his  ash  pile  to  give  him 
counsel  during  his  ordeal.   I  like  the  way  the 
King  James  puts  it:   "And  the  Lord  turned  the  captiv- 
ity of  Job  when  he  prayed  for  his  friends."   That  is, 
when  he  stopped  trying  to  justify  himself  and  began 
to  think  about  these  others  with  whom  he  would  have  to 
live  for  the  rest  of  his  years.   "The  Lord  turned  the 
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captivity  of  Job"  —  set  him  free!  —  when  he  got  out 
of  himself  and  prayed  for  his  friends. 

Giving  beats  getting  because  it  gets  us  into  needs 
and  concerns  outside  ourselves .  This  is  but  the  other 
side  of  the  same  coin.   Will  you  not  agree  with  me 
that  the  happy  people  that  you  know  are  those  who  have 
learned  to  give  themselves  away!   If  the  world's  wis- 
dom were  true,  and  a  man's  life  could  be  measured  in 
what  he  has,  then  the  happiest  people  in  New  York 
would  be  in  the  penthouses  of  Park  Avenue  and  the 
most  miserable  in  the  abject  tenements  of  Harlem.  But 
it  just  isn't  so. 

I  cannot  seriously  doubt  that  Cesar  Chavez  is  a 
happier  man  today  than  Howard  Hughes .  I  cannot  ser- 
iously doubt  that  Albert  Schweitzer  was  a  happier  man 
than  the  wealthiest  playboy  on  the  French  Riveria.  I 
cannot  seriously  doubt  that  Ghandi  was  a  happier  man 
than  most  of  the  millionaires  who  were  his  contempo- 
raries . 

Jesus  isn't  giving  us  some  innocent  Sunday  school 
lesson  here.   He  is  striding  forward  into  the  very 
heart  of  life  and  telling  us  that  the  one  who  knows 
how  to  give  herself  away  is  the  one  who  experiences 
the  happiness  of  God. 

Isn't  it  strange  how  we  always  seem  to  pity  the 
person  who  is  involved  in  life, when  we  who  are  not 
involved  are  the  ones  who  ought  to  have  the  pity.  Paul 
let  his  hair  down  one  time  in  his  second  letter  to 
the  Christians  at  Corinth.   We  usually  ask  ourselves 
as  we  see  a  vigorous  soul  moving  through  life,  "What's 
in  it  for  him?"  If  you  had  gotten  St.  Paul  alone  in  a 
quiet  moment,  perhaps  sharing  a  hotel  room  with  him 
overnight,   and  had  put  the  question  to  him,  "Paul, 
tell  me,  what's  in  it  for  you?,"  this  is  how  he  would 
have  answered:   "much  labor,  frequent  imprisonment, 
given  up  to  death,  five  times  beaten  with  39  stripes, 
three  times  beaten  with  rods,  once  stoned,  three  times 
shipwrecked,  much  journeying  (and  remember  that  Paul 
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did  not  travel  on  an  expense  account  with  a  whole  deck 
of  credit  cards  up  his  sleeve  and  a  list  of  Duncan 
Hines  approved  restaurants  in  his  pocket)." 

"Anything  else?"   "Yes.   Perils  of  water,  perils 
of  robbers,  perils  by  my  own  countrymen,   perils  by 
the  heathen,  perils  in  the  city,  perils  in  the  wilder- 
ness, perils  in  the  sea,  perils  among  false  brethren." 
"Anything  else?"   "Yes,  weariness,  painfulness,  in 
watching  often,  in  hunger  and  thirst,  in  fastings  oft, 
in  cold  and  nakedness,  and  beside  all  this  (and  what 
a  sweeping  and  impressive  beside  it  is)  the  care  of  all 
the  churches."   Finally  when  he  winds  down  you  muster 
the  courage  to  ask,  "Tell  me,  Paul,  how  did  you  get 
taken  in?"  He  replies  with  feeling,  "Unto  me  who  am 
less  than  the  least  of  all  saints  was  this  grace 
given." 

For  two  thousand  years  the  world  has  been  en- 
gaging with  Jesus  in  a  "litany  of  rejection."   "Even 
so,  come,  Lord  Jesus,"  is  the  refrain  of  faith. 
"Even  so,  _g_o,  Lord  Jesus,"  is  the  response  of  unbelief. 

"A  man's  life  consisteth  not  in  the  abundance 
of  the  things  that  he  possesses." 

"Even  so,  go,  Lord  Jesus . " 

"Consider  the  lilies  of  the  field  how  they 
grow.   They  toil  not  neither  do  they  spin. 
And  yet  I  say  to  you  that  Soloman  in  all 
his  glory  was  not  arrayed  like  one  of  these." 

"Even  so,  go,  Lord  Jesus. " 

"Whoever  would  save  his  life  shall  lose 
it,  but  whoever  would  lose  his  life  for 
my  sake  and  the  gospel's  the  same  shall 
find  it." 

l?Even  so,  go_,  Lord  Jesus. " 


"Do  unto  others  as  you  would  have  them 
do  unto  you." 

"Even  so,  go,  Lord  Jesus." 

"Seek  ye  first  the  kingdom  of  God  and  His 
righteousness  and  all  these  things  shall 
be  added  unto  you." 

"Even  so,  go,  Lord  Jesus. " 

But  I  suspect  that  the  most  important  thing  to 
be  said  about  Jesus '  words  is  that  giving  makes  us 
more  like  God  than  anything  else  we  do.  God  is  love. 
Love  means  giving  -  whether  it  be  love  for  one's  wife, 
one's  children,  one's  church  or  one's  country.   It  is 
as  simple  as  that.   Love  means  giving,  and  we  are 
never  more  like  God  than  when  we  give.   Our  God  is 
a  giving  God.   Lavish  with  his  mercies.   Sending  his 
sun  and  rain  on  just  and  unjust  alike.   Raising  for 
us  the  food  of  the  earth.   It  is  the  selfishness  of 
man  that  is  responsible  for  the  temporal  inequities 
of  the  earth. 

He  is  boundless  with  His  grace.   He  absorbs  our 
sin  and  keeps  "being  there"  for  us  despite  our  many 
transgressions,  ever  dealing  with  us  in  unmerited 
and  unmeri table  mercy.   Behind  this  driving  apostle 
who  could  truthfully  allude  to  all  that  he  had  suf- 
fered for  Christ  was  one  fast,  unshakable  impression 
—  "He  loved  me  and  gave  himself  for  me." 


"In  all  things  I  have  shown  you  that  by  so 
toiling  one  must  help  the  weak,  remembering  the  words 
of  the  Lord  Jesus,  how  he  said,  'It  is  more  blessed 
to  give  than  to  receive.'"  Next  Sunday  is  pledge 
Sunday.   But  we  cannot  give  in  one  direction  and  live 
in  another.   Our  stewardship  with  funds  must  square 
with  our  sense  of  the  stewardship  of  all  of  life. 
There  isn't  a  church  anywhere  that  would  have  financial 
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difficulties  if  all  of  its  members  believed,  really  and 
deeply  believed,  that  giving  beats  getting.   "It  is 
more  blessed  to  give  than  to  receive." 

I  want  you  to  think  about  your  pledge  in  these 
coming  days .  But  I  should  much  rather  that  you  think 
about  your  life.   Ask  yourself  whether  for  you  the  dom- 
inant verb  is  the  verb  "to  get,"  or  the  verb  "to  give." 
This  is  the  paradox  that  each  of  us  must  live  with:  What 
you  keep  you  lose,  and  what  you  lose  for  the  sake  of 
Christ  you  keep  -  for  now  and  forever. 


CLOSING  PRAYER 


Lon.d,  the.  wontd  -ca  too  much,  uilth  ua . 

CoviAciouAly  on.  otheAW-iAe.  we.  have.  be.e,n 
-i>hap2.d  by  faon,ceA  hostile,  to  the. 
mind  ofa  ChsuAt. 

Vn.e.e.  ua   ^n.om  heJL{-i>e,n,\)tna  the.0KieA  o{ 
the.  human  e.nte.n,pnxAe.t 

And  tit  the.  joy  o{,  gtv-lng  that 
JeAuA  uAge.d  and  Live.d  be.  ne.aJL 
to  e.ach  o£  ua  - 

Ton.  HtA  take,  and  ouaa. 

Ame,n 
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